The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 33 Somerville, 1858-1949 & Ross, 1862-1915

‘Somerville and Ross’ - best known for their creation of the ‘Irish RM’ - are always spoken of together because of their long collaboration. 

Individually they were cousins - Edith Anna Œnone Somerville and Violet Florence Martin, who wrote as Martin Ross. 

Both came from large, landed families which, in the wake of the Famine - and increasing unrest on the land - saw their income from rents declining.

Somerville was born in 1858. Her family home was Drishane House in Co Cork. 

She was encouraged to be independent and outgoing. After a couple of unhappy relationships in her early twenties, she determined to be self-supporting. 

She developed a serious interest in art and undertook professional training in London and Paris - which she funded herself - and began to earn an income as an illustrator.

Ross was born in 1862 at Ross House in Co. Galway. Though Protestant, her family had a history of marriages and religious conversions in both directions - which gave Ross closer Irish-speaking and Catholic connections than most Ascendancy writers. 

After her father’s death, when Ross was 10, the family moved to Dublin. There she attended Alexandra College and acquired a good literary education. Keen to make her own living, she tried her hand at journalism.

Somerville’s home in Cork was frequently host to large numbers of visitors, mostly cousins. On one such occasion in 1886, when Somerville was 28 and Ross was 24, they met for the first time. Their collaboration began with a spoof dictionary of family slang.

Their first proper collaborative work, An Irish Cousin, appeared in 1889. Described by Somerville as a ‘shilling shocker’, it’s influenced by the supernatural fiction of Sheridan Le Fanu and Maria Edgeworth’s ‘big house’ novel, ‘Castle Rackrent’. It established them well enough that they were commissioned to undertake travel writing.

Their next novel, The Real Charlotte, appeared in 1894. Despite mixed reviews, Somerville and Ross knew what others would eventually recognize: it is a great novel.

The title implies a question: who is the real Charlotte Mullen? The initial answer is apparently straightforward: she is a plain, intelligent, forthright woman, making her own way in the world. She should therefore be a heroine to Somerville and Ross, strong believers in the equality of women. 

But - as we follow Charlotte’s manoeuvrings - we realise that she cares nothing about the cost to others of her ambitions. The novel charts a whole social world stretching from the peasant inhabitants of ‘Ferry Row’ to the aristocratic Dysart family at Bruff. Many of them:

… had money dealings with [Charlotte] of a complicated kind, not easy to describe, but simple enough to [her] strong financial intellect. 

But there is more to the novel than its social realism. Charlotte is easily the strongest character in a world full of weak men: even her tom cat is called Susan. 

We first meet Charlotte on -

 … a dark ‘November night’ with the wind ‘howling inconsolably’ prompting a servant to think ‘gruesomely of the Banshee’ 

There is something uncanny about Charlotte. She is the embodiment of darker forces working through Irish history.

Nothing could be further from the work which brought fame to the pair. Needing a financial success, they turned to the world of hunting and shooting, which they both knew well, as the basis for some short stories which soon developed into the Experiences of an Irish R.M. 

Major Yeates, a slightly pompous, ex-military man, arrives in Skebawn as the Resident Magistrate, a job which involves listening daily - 

- to indictments of publicans whose hospitality to their friends broke forth uncontrollably on Sunday afternoons -  and of ‘parties’ who the police sergeant subtly defined as ‘not to say dhrunk, but in good fighting thrim’

Despite his position, Yeates is an innocent at the mercy of his landlord Flurry Knox and his tribe of cousins. The first collection of stories in 1899 was a huge success and was followed by two further volumes in 1908 and 1915.

In that same year Ross died suddenly. A distraught Somerville thought she would not write again … but her belief in spiritualism allowed her to think that her friend was still in contact with her – and she signed both their names to her writing from now on.

Irish Memories of 1917, included material that both had worked on and provided a warm-hearted memorial to Ross. 

Born into a disappearing world, Somerville and Ross were both old-fashioned and forward-looking, a combination best summed up in Somerville’s comment that just as Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton so  

… the hunting fields and tennis grounds of the kingdom won the vote for women.

